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Abstract
We developed measures of relational beliefs and
expectations among single young gay and bisexual men
(YGBM). Data come from an online cross‐sectional study
YGBM, which ran from July 2012 until January 2013.
There were 50 items on relational beliefs and 25 items on
relational expectations. We used random split samples and
a priori analysis to group items together and applied
principal axis factoring with varimax orthogonal rotation.
We had a total N = 1582 in our analytical sample and
identified six constructs of relational expectations
(restrictions, negative break up, masculine and gender
norms, optimism, cheating, immediacy) and two constructs
of relational beliefs (sex beliefs, equality). Our findings
highlight specific relational cognitions among YGBM and
offer insight into the beliefs and expectations that may
inform their relationships. Findings may be useful for
health professionals to help YGBM reflect and understand
the health implications of their beliefs and expectations
about same‐sex relationships to promote healthy decision‐
making as they seek future partners.
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1 | INTRODUCTION
Romantic relationships help fulfill the innate human desire for connection and to feel loved (Furman &
Wehner, 2003). These relationships are defined by physical and emotional intimacy, which are constructs of
romantic love (Collins et al., 2009). While romantic relationships develop naturally and change through the life
course, the cognitive processes of love and relationships that inform relationship schemas begin at a young age
(Collibee & Furman, 2016; Nosko et al., 2011). Adolescence is a critical time for cognitive growth and
development of romantic relationships and these relationships influence healthy social and emotional
development (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Romantic relationships may also provide emotional support and
companionship and help to buffer stress (Wienke & Hill, 2009). The latter finding is especially relevant for young
gay, bisexual and other men who have sex with men (YGBM) who experience unique internal and external
sexuality‐related stressors compared to their heterosexual peers (Bauermeister et al., 2010; Meyer, 2003).
Relational cognitions refer to mental schemas that individuals create to model how relationships work, in-
cluding the roles people should play, expectations about what will happen, and how people should behave within
relationships. These mental schemas include thoughts, feelings and behaviors that affect the quality of relation-
ships and well‐being (Holt et al., 2016; Sprecher & Metts, 1989; Stackert & Bursik, 2003). Some authors suggest
that while most individuals are unaware of their relational cognitions, by understanding their own cognitions
individuals can better monitor and self‐regulate their behavior and, in turn, improve mental well‐being (Sullivan &
Schwebel, 1995). Health promoting cognitions are related to personal growth and adjustment in relationships,
conflict resolution, communication, problem solving, and expressing love (Meier & Allen, 2009; Sullivan &
Schwebel, 1995; Vannier & O'Sullivan, 2018). Conversely, unrealistic expectations may be harmful to mental
well‐being, and are associated with lower relationship satisfaction, commitment, and investment (Soller, 2014;
Vannier & O'Sullivan, 2018).
Within the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) prevention and care literature, researchers have explored the
association between relational cognitions and HIV‐related behaviors that place YGBM at greater risk for HIV.
Bauermeister et al. (2011), for example, examined how single, YGBM conceptualized their relational cognitions
surrounding their desired passion, intimacy, and commitment in a same‐sex relationship using the Sternberg's
Triadic Love Scale (Bauermeister et al., 2011). Among these cognitions, commitment was negatively associated
with likelihood of engaging in condomless anal sex in a subsequent analysis (Bauermeister, 2012). In a separate
study, Bauermeister et al. (2012) also found evidence that romantic obsession, which is related to dependence,
insecurity and doubt was positively associated with condomless anal sex among YGBM (Bauermeister et al., 2012).
More recently, Cook et al. (2018) found greater romantic fear about not being in a romantic relationship was
positively associated with increased receptive condomless anal sex among YGBM, while greater perceived ro-
mantic control of relationship functioning was positively associated with both insertive and receptive condomless
anal sex (Cook et al., 2018). These findings highlight the potential nuance of relational cognitions on YGBM's sexual
decision‐making and sexual health.
2 | CURRENT STUDY
Although most relational cognition measures have been developed to account for heterosexual romantic re-
lationships (Sprecher & Metts, 1989; Vannier & O'Sullivan, 2017, 2018) we are unaware of relational cognition
measures that have been developed specifically for YGBM. Given unique life and dating experiences, accounting
for YGBM specific relationships is warranted to better understand how relationships are conceptualized, formed
and maintained. Identifying salient relational cognition themes in the literature and reviewing questionnaire items
we dichotomized themes into relational beliefs and relational expectations. We define relational beliefs as gen-
eralized ideas, attitudes, and views about how a romantic relationship should be, which are informed by
observational learning from the social environment. Relational expectations are defined as hopes, desires, or fears
about romantic relationships which are consequence of beliefs (what people think is going to happen based on
what they do). Although related, expectations focus on linking a belief to behavior in hopes of achieving an
outcome.
This proposed study attempts to identify how single YGBM conceptualize relational beliefs and expectations.
We used existing literature and a priori conceptualization to test how relational items would group together. We
hypothesized that there would be eight factors for how YGBM conceptualize relational expectations (passion,
similarities, monogamy, breakups, lifestyle, masculinity, love, emotions) and five factors for how YGBM con-
ceptualize relational beliefs (equality, sex, development, individual preferences, permanence). We then tested
these a priori conceptualizations with exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
3 | METHODS
3.1 | Design
The Virtual Love Study was an observational cross‐sectional survey that examined YGBM's dating experiences
online. Individuals were recruited via advertisements on two popular social networking sites, participant referrals,
and flyers posted at local venues commonly frequented by YGBM. Recruitment materials specified the incentive
offered, eligibility criteria (broad definition of “dating websites”) and the survey website. To be eligible, participants
had to be between 18 and 24 years old, identify as a male, be gay, bisexual, same gender loving or another man
who has sex with men, and had to have reported being single at time of data collection, using a dating website in
the past 3 months; and sexual activity with a male partner that they met online in the past 6 months.
3.2 | Data collection
The Virtual Love Study ran from July 2012 until January 2013 and had an analytic sample of N = 1638 from 44 out
of 50 states, and Puerto Rico. Participants were asked for their email to serve as their username, and this allowed
participants to save answers as they moved through the survey so that they could exit the survey and come back
later if needed. Participants completed eligibility screeners, and if inclusion criteria were met, they were prompted
to complete consent forms. Consented participants completed an online questionnaire that assessed socio‐
demographic characteristics, Internet use, ideal relationship and partner characteristics, sexual behaviors, and
psychosocial well‐being. Participants received a $10 electronic gift card for completing the survey. The University
of Pittsburgh Institutional Review Board approved the use of these secondary data analyses with deidentified data.
3.3 | Measures
The relational beliefs and expectations items were developed from preliminary research from 34 semistructured
in‐person interviews about experiences of sexual education, dating, and sexual behaviors that were conducted with
YGBM. To be eligible for the qualitative interviews, individuals had to identify as male, be between the ages of 18
and 24; be a resident of Michigan; identify as White/Caucasian, Black/African–American, or Hispanic/Latino;
identify as gay, bisexual, same gender loving, or another man who has sex with men (MSM); report having used a
dating website in the past 3 months; and report single at time of data collection. Based on the results of these
preliminary interviews, 75‐items were created, which encompassed YGBM's relational beliefs and expectations and
these items were included in the Virtual Love Study. More information about the qualitative interviews have been
published elsewhere (Johns et al., 2012; Pingel et al., 2013; Sullivan et al., 2018).
3.3.1 | Relational beliefs
The relational belief questions consisted of 25 items that asked participants about general beliefs about love and
romantic relationships. Some example questions included, “It takes time to fall in love, “It is important that
romantic relationships develop from friendships,” and “Sexual chemistry is important in a romantic relationship.”
Participants responded through a four‐point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (1) to “Strongly
Agree” (4).
3.3.2 | Relational expectations
The survey included 50 items that asked participants their expectations about romantic relationships. These
questions focused specifically on what participants idealized or expected from their own relationship. Some
questions included, “I do not want to be monogamous because it means I would have to commit to one person,”
“My partner's political views must complement mine,” and “I can forgive my partner if he has lied to me.” Parti-
cipants responded through a five‐point Likert scale ranging from “Not True” (1) to “Very True” (5).
3.3.3 | Sociodemographic
We asked participants to input their age, with those who identified between the ages of 18–24 being eligible for
the study. Sexual orientation was asked with the question, “How do you self‐identify?” (select all). Responses
included: Gay/homosexual, bisexual, straight/heterosexual, same‐gender loving, MSM, and other. We combined
gay/homosexual, same‐gender loving and MSM into one category. Race was assessed through the question, “What
is your race?” (select all). Responses included: White/Caucasian, Black/African American, Asian/Pacific Islander,
Middle Eastern, Native American, and Other. Ethnicity was assessed through the question, “Are you Hispanic/
Latino?” Response: Yes/No. From these race/ethnicity questions, we created the following variables: non‐Hispanic
White, non‐Hispanic Black, Hispanic/Latino, and all other race/ethnicities. Similarly, education was assessed with
the question, “What is the highest level of education you have completed?” Responses included: 8th grade or less,
some high school, high school/GE, technical school, associate degree, some college, college, some graduate school.
Based on these responses we dichotomized to high school or less and any college education.
3.4 | Analytic procedure
While reviewing the relational belief and expectation items we kept their dichotomization as we found the
relational belief items were more focused on generalized ideas of relationships, whereas the expectation items
included a behavioral aspect linking a belief to behavior in hopes of achieving a desired outcome. As a result,
analyses for relational expectations and relational beliefs were separate. For the current analysis, we excluded
three participants with missing data for sexual identity, 28 participants who identified as straight/heterosexual,
and 25 participants who identified as “Other” sexual identity. Based on the scope and focus of the research
questions and following the lead of other analyses using this data set, we removed these participants resulting in a
final sample of N = 1582. We applied two methods for factor analysis: random split samples and a priori analysis
(Armstrong & Soelberg, 1968). Based on existing knowledge, our study utilized a priori analysis, in which we
hypothesized how items would group together and the number of factors expected. Using SPSS, we randomly split
the sample into roughly two equally sized sub‐samples for independent EFA (n = 880; 55% of sample). The first
subsample was used to refine the factor analysis until conceptual and statistical adequacy was achieved. Our
second subsample (n = 702; 45% of sample) of participants was used to verify that the observed factor structure
from our EFA was replicated through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).
EFA was used in the first half‐sample and we applied principal axis factoring (PAF) for extraction. PAF was
chosen due to the exploratory nature of our research and openness in our measures of relational beliefs and
expectations, and our assumption of latent constructs. Correspondingly, varimax orthogonal rotation was applied
with the assumption that the factors from our analysis would be uncorrelated. We removed items with rotated
factor loadings <0.45 or that cross‐loaded above 0.5 (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Following this, CFA was per-
formed to replicate the results found in the EFA with the second half of our sample, ensuring factors loaded in the
same direction, did not cross‐load >0.5, and were unidimensional. We then used the full sample for a final factor
analysis to test factor structures and loadings. Internal reliability was assessed with Cronbach's ɑ for each analysis.
Posthoc pearsons correlations and Tukey's Honest Significant Difference (HSD) test were used to compare within
group differences using omnibus tests of significance and pairwise tests of significance in scale responses from
analysis of variance (ANOVA). Analyses were generated using SPSS (IBM Corp. Released 2017. IBM SPSS Statistics
for Windows, Version 25.0; IBM Corp.).
4 | RESULTS
4.1 | Sample characteristics
The total sample for the study was N = 1582. The average age for participants was 20.77 (SD = 1.90; with 96.7% of
the sample identifying as gay, homosexual, same gender loving or MSM, and 3.3% identifying as bisexual. The
majority of our sample identified as non‐Hispanic White (65.4%), followed by Hispanic/Latino ethnicity (17.1%), all
other races/ethnicities (9.0%), and non‐Hispanic Black (8.5%). The majority of the sample had some college edu-
cation (75.0%), while a quarter had a high school education or less (25.0%). To ensure our split samples were
equivalent, we tested group differences using χ2 tests and t tests and found no significant differences between
groups (results not shown). Full sample demographics are in Table 1.
4.2 | Exploratory factor analysis
We conceptualized eight factors for the relational expectation and ideation questions. First we assessed the
Kaiser‐Meyer‐Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO), which was 0.742, signifying the data were acceptable
for factor analysis (Cerny & Kaiser, 1977; KMO value, 2007). We conducted individual factor analyses from the
50‐items using PAF and 13 factors emerged from the data with eigenvalues above 1.0. We subsequently applied
varimax rotation, tested all remaining items for further factor reduction. Four factors were reduced or dropped
during this process. For example, items from the lifestyle factor loaded onto the restriction factor, masculine and
gender norms were combined, and some items from the emotions factor were removed based on factor loading.
We tested and removed items that had a factor‐loading cut‐off below 0.45 or that cross‐loaded above 0.5 (Costello
& Osborne, 2005). Six items were removed during this process for a final factor solution of eight factors with an
eigenvalue above 1.0, which explained 68% of the variance. Lastly, we tested reliability with Cronbach's ɑ and six
factors had an ɑ score above .7, indicating acceptable reliability (Christmann & Van Aelst, 2006). EFA results are in
Table 2.
We conceptualized five factors for the relational belief questions. The KMO was 0.649, indicating sampling
adequacy is mediocre factor analysis (Cerny & Kaiser, 1977; KMO value, 2007). We identified six factors within the
relational belief questions using PAF and varimax rotation. We then removed cross‐loading factors above 0.5, and
items that loaded onto factors below 0.45 in a stepwise process (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Our final factor
solution indicated four factors explaining 66% of the variance. Lastly, we tested reliability with Cronbach's ɑ and
two factors had an ɑ score above 0.7, indicating acceptable reliability (Christmann & Van Aelst, 2006).
4.3 | Confirmatory factor analysis
After completing the EFA, we then used the second sub‐sample of participants (n = 702) to confirm factors. We
applied PAF with varimax rotation the CFA sample and found eight factors within relational expectations and four
factors within relational beliefs. CFA also confirmed similar factor loadings found in EFA, with the exception of one
item “Expecting a romantic relationship to last forever is unrealistic,” which cross‐loaded; however cross‐loading
was not above 0.5 (Costello & Osborne, 2005). The KMO indicated in the CFA for relational expectations
were .768, while the KMO for relational beliefs was .619; both indicated acceptability for factor analysis
(KMO value, 2007). The table for CFA results are in Table 2.
Following CFA with the second sub‐sample (n = 702), we then performed CFA with the full sample of parti-
cipants (N = 1582). We assessed reliability through Cronbach's ɑ and removed constructs which had an ɑ be-
low .70 (Christmann & Van Aelst, 2006). Next, we performed PAF with varimax rotation and confirmed six factors
for relational expectations and two factors for relational beliefs. KMO for relational expectations were 0.764 and
0.654 for relational beliefs, indicating acceptable factor analysis sampling adequacy.
4.4 | Final subscales
For the relational expectation subscales, we calculated mean scores for each scale, which were out of 5 points. A
lower score indicated weaker expectations, and higher scores indicated stronger expectations. For example, in the
negative breakup subscale, a score of 1 indicates weaker expectations from a negative breakup, and a score of
5 indicates stronger expectations from a negative breakup. Final subscales for relational expectations were
TABLE 1 Sociodemographic results of participants (N = 1582)
Variables M (SD)
Age 20.77 (1.90)
Sexual identity N (%)
Gay/homosexual/same gender loving/MSM 1530 (96.7)
Bisexual 52 (3.3)
Minority status
Non‐Hispanic White 1034 (65.4)
Non‐Hispanic Black 135 (8.5)
Hispanic/Latino—all races 271 (17.1)
All other races/ethnicities 142 (9.0)
Education
High school or less 396 (25.0)
Any college 1186 (75.0)
TABLE 2 Exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis rotated factor loadings
Rotated factor loadings
EFA (n = 880) CFA (n = 702)
Relational expectations: Factor 1 (restrictions)
I do not want to be monogamous because it means I would have to commit to only
one person
0.707 0.734
I would want to be in a relationship where I'm allowed to date other people 0.699 0.711
Committing to a serious relationship right now would keep me from enjoying my life 0.611 0.621
I would date someone who is into party‐and‐play (PnP) 0.595 0.614
The thought of making a long term emotional commitment to a romantic partner is
scary
0.526 0.532
It is acceptable for my partner to use drugs 0.513 0.499
I would be willing to have an intense but short relationship 0.469 0.499
Relational expectations: Factor 2 (negative breakups)
My self‐esteem goes down when a partner breaks up with me 0.833 0.866
I feel powerless when a partner breaks up with me 0.831 0.801
Breakups tend to affect my day‐to‐day activities negatively 0.806 0.794
I tend to blame myself for my breakups 0.616 0.559
Relational expectations: Factor 3 (masculine and gender norms)
I only want to date men who are masculine 0.815 0.837
I only want to date men who are “straight‐ acting” 0.735 0.770
I would date an effeminate mana 0.730 0.675
I would date a man who does draga 0.538 0.450
Relational expectations: Factor 4 (optimism)
When a relationship ends, I ultimately leave with a better sense of what I desire in a
future relationship
0.879 0.898
When a relationship ends, I ultimately leave with a better sense of what I can offer in
a future relationship
0.817 0.817
Relational expectations: Factor 5 (cheating)
If I cheated on my partner I would expect him to break up with me 0.805 0.809
If my partner cheated on me, I would break up with him 0.751 0.720
Relational expectations: Factor 6 (immediacy)
I tend to know that I'm in love with someone within the first month of dating 0.771 0.742
I tend to tell someone that I love him within the first month of dating 0.666 0.673
Relational expectations: Factor 7 (friends and family)
My partner must have a close relationship with my family 0.714 0.739
My partner must have a close relationship with my friends 0.625 0.644
(Continues)
restrictions (M = 1.95, SD = 0.79), negative break ups (M = 2.84, SD = 1.06), masculine and gender norms (M = 3.08,
SD = 1.04), optimism (M = 3.54, SD = 1.10), cheating (M = 3.79, SD = 1.13), and immediacy (M = 2.18, SD = 1.14). We
calculated mean scores for each relational belief subscale, which were out of 4 points. Lower scores indicated
weaker importance of beliefs, and higher scores indicated stronger importance of beliefs. For example, from sex
beliefs subscale, a score of 1 would indicate weaker importance of sex in a relationship, and a score of 4 would
indicate greater importance of sex. All subscales had a Cronbach's ɑ above .7, and mean scores were calculated for
each item, and each subscale. Final subscales for relational beliefs were sex beliefs (M = 3.20, SD = 0.61) and
equality (M = 3.44, SD = 0.55). Full results are in Table 3.
We conducted post‐hoc analyses to assess within‐group differences based on sociodemographics on the
finalized subscales. Pearsons correlation results found age was inversely correlated with negative breakup scores
(r = −.06, p = .016) and cheating scores (r = −.10, p < .001), and positively correlated with sex beliefs (r = .11, p < .001)
scores only. Our ANOVA results from Tukey HSD test found non‐Hispanic Black (mean difference [mΔ] = 0.30,
SE = 0.07, p < .001) and Hispanic/Latino (mΔ = 0.24, SE = 0.05, p < .001) participants reported higher scores for
restriction compared to non‐Hispanic White participants. Non‐Hispanic White (mΔ = −0.22, SE = 0.07, p = .019) and
non‐Hispanic Black (mΔ = −0.34, SE = 0.11, p = .015) participants reported lower scores on negative breakup com-
pared to Hispanic/Latino participants. Hispanic/Latino participants reported higher scores on immediacy compared
to non‐Hispanic White participants (mΔ = 0.21, SE = 0.08, p = .040). Non‐Hispanic Black participants reported lower
TABLE 2 (Continued)
Rotated factor loadings
EFA (n = 880) CFA (n = 702)
Relational expectations: Factor 8 (similarity)
My partners political views must compliment mine 0.714 0.630
My partners religious views must compliment mine 0.674 0.559
Relational beliefs: Factor 1 (sex)
Sex is important for a lasting romantic relationship 0.792 0.803
Sex brings two people closer 0.743 0.695
Sexual chemistry is important in a romantic relationship 0.667 0.660
Relational beliefs: Factor 2 (equality)
I admire romantic relationships where partners seem to be equals 0.792 0.748
I most admire relationships where couples are on the same wavelength 0.708 0.703
Relational beliefs: Factor 3 (modeling)
I have difficulty identifying nonheterosexual couples whose relationships I admire 0.553 0.672
There are few gay couples whose romantic relationships I can use as a model in my
own life
0.470 0.468
It is hard to develop a romantic relationship with a man if you have sex with him soon
after you start dating
0.443 0.464
Relational beliefs: Factor 4 (happily ever after)
The purpose of a romantic relationship is building a commitment that will last forever 0.638 0.845
Expecting a romantic relationship to last forever is unrealistica 0.558 0.413
Abbreviations: CFA, confirmatory factor analysis; EFA, exploratory factor analysis.
aItems were reverse coded.
TABLE 3 Final subscales, mean scores, and reliability
Relational expectations M (SD)
Restrictions (α: .790) Total: 1.95 (0.79)
I do not want to be monogamous because it means I would have to commit to only one person 1.64 (1.095)
I would want to be in a relationship where I'm allowed to date other people 1.47 (0.982)
Committing to a serious relationship right now would keep me from enjoying my life 1.83 (1.198)
I would date someone who is into party‐and‐play (PnP) 1.79 (1.156)
The thought of making a long term emotional commitment to a romantic partner is scary 2.43 (1.288)
It is acceptable for my partner to use drugs 2.10 (1.281)
I would be willing to have an intense but short relationship 2.55 (1.343)
Negative Breakups (α: .855) Total: 2.84 (1.06)
My self‐esteem goes down when a partner breaks up with me 3.22 (1.435)
I feel powerless when a partner breaks up with me 2.72 (1.450)
Breakups tend to affect my day‐to‐day activities negatively 2.85 (1.370)
I tend to blame myself for my breakups 2.75 (1.387)
Masculine and gender norms (α: .771) Total 3.08 (1.04)
I only want to date men who are masculine 2.80 (1.393)
I only want to date men who are “straight‐ acting” 2.48 (1.358)
I would date an effeminate mana 3.26 (1.330)
I would date a man who does draga 3.87 (1.328)
Optimism (α: 0.856) Total: 3.54 (1.10)
When a relationship ends, I ultimately leave with a better sense of what I desire in a future
relationship
3.62 (1.17)
When a relationship ends, I ultimately leave with a better sense of what I can offer in a future
relationship
3.50 (1.18)
Cheating (α: .769) Total: 3.79 (1.13)
If I cheated on my partner, I would expect him to break up with me 3.97 (1.18)
If my partner cheated on me, I would break up with him 2.48 (1.32)
Immediacy (α: .741) Total: 2.18 (1.14)
I tend to tell someone that I love him with someone within the first month of dating 2.48 (1.32)
I tend to know when I'm in love with someone within the first month of dating 1.92 (1.24)
Relational beliefs
Sex beliefs (α: .773) Total: 3.20 (0.61)
Sex is important for a lasting romantic relationship 3.13 (.805)
Sex brings two people closer 3.19 (.729)
Sexual chemistry is important in a romantic relationship 3.31 (.650)
Equality (α: .727) Total: 3.44 (0.55)
(Continues)
scores on equality compared to non‐Hispanic White participants (mΔ = −0.17, SE = 0.05, p = .005). Full results are in
Table 4.
5 | DISCUSSION
Our study measured the psychometric proprieties of relational belief and expectation items among single YGBM.
We identified six constructs of relational expectations (restrictions, negative break up, masculine and gender
norms, optimism, cheating, immediacy) and two constructs of relational beliefs (sex beliefs, equality), with internal
validity, and strong reliability.
By focusing on the relational cognitions of single YGBM, we were able to ascertain how YGBM organize their
relational beliefs and expectations without the influence of a current relationship and partner (Knobloch & Theiss,
2010). Among single YGBM, we found high mean scores for relational optimism, which is related to being optimistic
of future same‐sex relationship (M = 3.54). These findings are consistent with findings from prior research, which
revealed that most young gay and bisexual participants aspired to have long‐term relationships, with more than
half wanting monogamous relationships, and more than two‐thirds expressing interest in raising children (D'Augelli
et al., 2008). The presence of relational optimism in our sample is noteworthy given prior literature suggesting that
an individual's ability to envision a positive future in their life (Magaletta & Oliver, 1999; Snyder et al., 2000) is
associated with greater psychological well‐being (Bauermeister, 2014). Further research is needed to assess the
potentially protective factor of relational optimism on other health outcomes among YGBM (Wienke & Hill, 2009).
Health promoting cognitions have been related to growth in relationships, communication, expressing love, and
problem solving (Sullivan & Schwebel, 1995). Although prior attempts to organize individuals' relational cognitions
have focused on the positive and negative relationship outcomes among heterosexual populations (Holt et al., 2016;
Meier & Allen, 2009; Vannier & O'Sullivan, 2018), research examining the components that inform these associations
has lacked within the sexual and gender minority literature. In our study, we found evidence to indicate that many of
the relational features focused on health promoting cognitions. For example, within our construct of optimism, items
directly related to personal growth: “When a relationship ends, I ultimately leave with a better sense of what I desire
in a future relationship.” Further, aspects of communication and expressing love apply to the construct we identified
as immediacy: “I tend to tell someone that I love him with someone within the first month of dating.” Taken together,
these findings suggest that future intervention research should explore the extent to which health promoting
cognitions support behavior change and health promotive outcomes.
Our relational expectation factors build on extant literature such as romantic fear, romantic obsession,
commitment, intimacy, and passion (Bauermeister et al., 2012; Bauermeister, 2012; Cook et al., 2018). Although
some factors were renamed or dropped from our factor analysis, the factors found to be salient in our analysis are
largely consistent with our hypothesized factors. Relational restrictions encompass previously identified constructs
in the literature such as romantic fear (“The thought of making a long‐term emotional commitment to a romantic
partner is scary”), commitment (“Committing to a serious relationship right now would keep me from enjoying my
life”), and monogamy (“I do not want to be monogamous because it means I would have to commit to only one
person”). Expanding on previous literature, relational restrictions explores additional elements more relevant to
YGBM such as drug use in romantic relationships (“I would date someone who is into party‐and‐play (PnP)”).
TABLE 3 (Continued)
Relational expectations M (SD)
I admire romantic relationships where partners seem to be equals 3.48 (.608)
I most admire relationships where couples are on the same wavelength 3.44 (.607)























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































These findings suggest youth's awareness on the prevalence of substance use among GBM communities and their
impact on relationships (Caputi et al., 2018). These findings support additional research exploring perceptions
about drug use a within the context of YGBM romantic relationships. Given that previous literature identifies
substance use as a risk factor for HIV transmission through condomless anal sex (Feinstein et al., 2019; Greenwood
et al., 2001), our findings may inform interventions that foster discussions about substance use within romantic
relationships (individual and partner use), better equipping YGBM how to address substance use and manage risk
in future relationships.
Masculine and gender norms were identified as a significant factor in relational expectations and were unique
to our results. Our findings add to existing qualitative and quantitative literature on the significance of gender
norms in relationship experiences and meeting new partners for GBM (Johns et al., 2012; Kubicek et al., 2015;
Malebranche et al., 2009; Miller & Behm‐Morawitz, 2016). Prior research has indicated GBM's desire to align with
hegemonic masculinity norms, with some GBM aspiring to be “straight‐acting,” and preference for partners who
are masculine acting (Carrillo & Hoffman, 2016; Phua, 2007; Zeglin, 2015). Evidence suggests that masculine and
gender norms may especially be crucial for YGBM as these constructs relate to number of sexual partners,
attitudes towards condoms, and sexual positioning, and internalized homophobia (Huebner et al., 2002;
Johns et al., 2012; Zeglin, 2015). Efforts to address masculine and gender norms and internalized homophobia may
also address sexual decision making and safer sex practices.
Our findings indicate that YGBM held strong beliefs regarding cheating. Specifically, if cheating occurred in the
relationship, there are expectations that the relationship would end. This construct is closely related to sexual
agreements and breaks within sexual agreements. Our study builds upon previous literature, indicating that breaks
within sexual agreements widely vary, however, reasons for breaks and consequences for breaks are less known
(Rios‐Spicer et al., 2019). For YGBM in our study, breaking a sexual agreement may constitute in ending a
relationship. However, quantitative findings of GBM in same‐sex relationships found younger GBM reported less
investment in relationships and were more likely to break nonmonogamous sexual agreements (Perry et al., 2016).
Discordance may exist between relational expectations and experiences within relationships, warranting further
research. Moreover, our findings on negative break ups indicate YGBM may feel more vulnerable or insecure in
romantic relationships and when relationships dissolve. These findings are supported by additional literature
indicating negative break up appraisals among YGBM are associated with both higher depressive and anxiety
symptoms (Ceglarek et al., 2017). Collectively, LGBTQ+ serving agencies must attend to relationships as a factor in
health/well‐being. Based on these findings, mental health interventions should incorporate activities that build
skills among YGBM to better cope and regulate emotions when experiencing relationship break ups or refer YGBM
to appropriate resources such as psychotherapy which can help develop these skills.
Consistent with our original hypothesis, we identified sex beliefs and equality as significant factors for YGBM.
Extant literature among heterosexual populations have previously identified sex and equality as significant factors
among relational cognitions (Kuo et al., 2017; Luttrell et al., 2018; Sprecher & Metts, 1989; Vannier & O'Sullivan,
2017; Young & Schrodt, 2016), yet these relational beliefs have not been explored among YGBM. Our findings
confirm the cohesiveness of these factors in both GBM and heterosexual individuals and suggest the importance of
their inclusion in future relationship research with YGBM populations.
This study includes several limitations to consider. First, participants were recruited as a convenience sample
with no population frames. Thus, racial/ethnic minority YGBM were not equally represented. Next steps will be to
explore these scales among varying ethnic and economic groups. Although our findings are relevant for bisexual
men, our study questions only asked about same‐sex relationships and did not account for opposite sex re-
lationships. Next steps could explore how relational cognitions may be similar or different among bisexual in-
dividuals in opposite sex relationships. Additionally, the cross‐sectional data may limit our understanding of
relational cognitions, as cognitions may change over time. Furthermore, our study treated relational beliefs and
expectations separately as a first step to identify constructs. Future research could apply structural equation
modeling to explore how beliefs and expectations inform each other or overlap. Our study also used a split sample
method for CFA and did not use structural equation modeling to assess the psychometric properties of our
subscales. While we are confident in the results of our subscales, we support future research using structural
equation modeling to further validate our results. We utilized PAF with varimax rotation to help minimize cor-
relation by trying to maximize the likelihood that an item identifies within a single factor. Next steps include
applying these subscales in multivariable models.
6 | IMPLICATIONS
Our research has broad implications for counseling practice to better support YGBM. First, using the relational
belief scale, counselors can gain a better understanding of how YGBM envision romantic relationships. Accordingly,
sex within a relationship and equality between partners are important constructs for YGBM. Given the importance
of these constructs, counselors can work with clients to discuss power dynamics in relationships and commu-
nicating to partners about sex. Further, using the relational expectations scale, counselors can better understand
their client's behavioral motivations as they relate to romantic relationship functioning. For example, participants
who score highly on relational restrictions may be counselled on how to communicate their wants and needs in a
relationship. Additionally, counselors can use the negative break up subscale to gain a better understanding of how
their clients handle the emotional burden of a negative break up and develop coping and emotional regulation
strategies accordingly. In addition to implications for counselors, subscales may be useful for therapeutic processes
to explore and reflect on client's own beliefs and expectations about relationships.
Taken together, both scales measuring relational beliefs and expectations for single YGBM add to growing
literature on this topic and have significant practical and clinical implications to improve the health and wellbeing
of YGBM.
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